Structuring our response to hospital outbreaks under conditions of uncertainty.
Sometimes decisions have to be made even when we do not have all of the information that we would like to have. It is not uncommon for infection control professionals to be faced with an outbreak of colonization or infection while there is uncertainty about the impact of the outbreak on patient outcomes. How do we decide a proportional response when we do not know the seriousness of the outbreak? The precautionary approach has become established in the European Union (EU) as a way of structuring responses to potentially serious threats (such as novel pandemic influenza viruses) when there are substantial uncertainties about the true impact of the threat. The potential of this approach to help with structuring responses to outbreaks involving substantial uncertainties is considered in this article. The EU approach requires that actions should be proportional, non-discriminatory, consistent, take account of costs and benefits, be subject to review, and that the responsibility for producing the scientific evidence to fill critical information gaps is assigned. The example of management of outbreaks with multidrug-resistant Acinetobacter baumannii is used here to illustrate how the precautionary approach might be used in infection prevention and control. The precautionary approach has potential to provide a structured response to outbreaks of hospital infection when there is uncertainty about the impact of the outbreak on outcomes. Most importantly there is a requirement that we specify which risks we are prioritizing for control, the information that is uncertain but critical to informing decisions, and the responsibilities for gathering that information.